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“Hilarious and horrifying... Both a sharp rebuke of where humanity is and a dire warning about where we may be headed.”

—Foreword Reviews

“Cultured, witty, and very British... with an ultimately dark outlook on the amoral peddling of schadenfreude.”

—Kirkus Reviews






“Lawless’s debut turns a satirical eye toward the voyeurism of reality television and the future of augmented reality.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An absolute joy to read. As clever as it is hilarious, as profound as it is captivating.”

—James Dashner, author of THE MAZE RUNNER
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Fun Fact


The words entertainment and religion 

share the exact same etymological meaning: 

“that which binds together”
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RedCorp agent rank 57005

ARGYLE, Liam (age 41)

Status: Unattached

Summary: Weather presenter for 24-hour newsfeed on Stream 2. Ratings above par (marginal).

Highlights: Top “likeability” scores among current workforce from feeder synthetic personality testing. Second highest “mockery” scores.

Psych assessment: Repressed intellectual identity. WJ VI standard score 112 (High Average), Exner FABCOM1, PSV1. Mild depersonalisation disorder (DPD) under stress. Light anti-social tendencies. No medication required as per last medical inspection.

Employment history: Telemarketing (“summer job”). Unemployment post-grad. Directed to Stream 2 by unemployment algorithms (2053-present).

Education: Master’s (Philosophy), University of London (see “known associates,” Schedule A)

Personal notes: Former alcoholic (relapse perspectives: moderate), Mild Gaming addiction, Compliance level 4

Extracted - 08:23 13/01/2072
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Ms. Heath stopped reviewing the AR1 personnel file and moved it to the background of her heads-up display. The Chair, Ms. Preston, was about to open the board meeting.

[1 Mere Augmented Reality, which is to say, “made bigger,” as opposed to full Virtual Reality, which comes from the Latin for “manliness, manhood.” Etymology proves once again that technology is size compensation by other means.]

“First point on the agenda. The ratings for Reality Shock are down for the fourth quarter in a row.”

The stout and sharply dressed matriarch at the head of the conference table didn’t have the usual AR profile floating in front of her. No title, no position in the corporate organigram, no family ties. None of the personal background and preferences that became the Corporation’s property—and, in a large part, the Corporation’s creation—the moment you signed on.

Everyone knew who Ms. Preston was. She didn’t need any display. And ramming home the difference between “Management” and “management” was a side bonus. 

“We had to make a tough decision, but we cannot wait any longer. It’s time for a change. We’re bumping Reality Shock back to daytime and launching a new feed for the Spring line-up. Mark?”

A squat boulder of a man squirmed in his chair. The words “Mark Underhill, Marketing Director” scrolled at the top of his display. He tried to draw himself up to a height he did not possess, making him look rather like a startled hippopotamus. He coughed and launched into his overly rehearsed spiel.

“Thank you, Ms. Chair, members of the Board. Our department has been hard at work over the past few months fabricating the next big thing. We decided the best way was to go back to the source and evaluate our past successes. Why did so many people tune in every night to watch The Eliminator?”

As he spoke, free-floating AR windows popped up to the left side of his ear. They showed a desperate, half-naked man running from unseen pursuers through a jagged metal jungle.

“How did a podfeed like The Daily Diary manage to topple local governments on three different continents?”

More windows appeared to his right. The newsfeed footage showed people, young and old, brandishing old-fashioned ink pens in the air. Confused and worried officials looked on from the windows of official-looking buildings.

“Why did viewers start watching the old, so-called ‘reality television’ programs in the first place?”

He paused, daring anyone to venture an answer to his rhetorical questions. Or even worse, to suggest he and his department only wanted an excuse to watch old vids of half-naked young men and women walking around flats. No one suggested any such thing. Satisfied, or close enough for management work, he continued.

“I’m not trying to give you a history lesson here. What we’ve been seeking is nothing less than the source of the terrible attraction of realpod. And we found it: voyeurism. The need to watch, observe, love, despise, scorn2 and—above all else—judge.

[2 “to rip off someone’s horns”: graphic food for thought.]

“Today’s society belongs to the individual, not the community. It no longer fulfils that basic human need to judge our peers. With realpod, we wrap all this up into convenient daily doses. Ready for consumption from the comfort of home, office, public toilet, or anywhere else you can catch the feed.”

He paused, taking a sip of water and enjoying every second he made them wait. But the Chair, Ms. Preston, stared at him the way a dog stares at a fallen scrap, i.e., not for long. He coughed and resumed in a rush of words.

“We already knew all this. And to be frank, as the Mirror’s troubles show, we’ve run the concept dry.” At his words, the previous two clips faded into the background. An animation appeared instead, showing the show’s ratings over the past two years. It was like something out of a ski adventure sim.

“So, how can we make it fresh and powerful again? I’ll tell you how.” He started to pause for dramatic effect again, then glanced at the Chair and thought better of it. “The sources of realpod’s historical popularity are more potent than ever today. Literacy reaching beyond a fast-food delivery menu has become a joke. People are more isolated from one another than ever before. Everyone is a victim.

“Not only is everyone a victim. Everyone’s part of a world-spanning shouting match to get everyone else to recognise them as a victim. Children are suing mothers. Mothers are suing children. Psychoactive over-the-counter drugs are popped on an hourly basis by people of all ages, colours, classes, and creeds.” He couldn’t help but pause again, preparing his audience for the home stretch.

“So, what we asked ourselves was this. What if we gave every poor slob in the world the opportunity they’ve been begging for all their lives? A chance to have their unjust suffering recognised by all? What if we created an arena where these unfortunate souls would compete for our pity? What if we let the whole world watch them humiliate and reveal themselves, then vote on who has it worst?” He grinned, and his eyes gave a firm flick to the left.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Board, I give you the Red’s3 greatest triumph to date. I give you The Grass is Greener.” You could hear the boldness.

[3 Cultural integration and the desire for generational distinction being unstoppable, it was only a matter of time before someone realised “red” was both a brandable colour in English and the word for network in Spanish, and it became the new fashionable term for the ever-growing interconnectedness of all things electronic, replacing the old Internet. At least, that was the official story. The millions put into advertising and product placement in popular media by the RedCorporation may have had something to do with it as well.]

The lights dimmed in response to the command. A tense hush fell over the assembly like a woolly comforter. A retro techno beat started up, with sound fed through bone conduction into each participant’s inner ear. The walls disappeared from everyone’s AR-enhanced view. Instead, there were vast expanses of nothing, spotted with rare pinpoints of bright light.

A disembodied emerald-green hand appeared above the centre of the free-floating boardroom table. It snapped its fingers three times in rhythm with the beat, with unmistakable tactile cheer. Then it gave way to a slightly squished blue-grey ball, rotating with ponderous grace.

The planet—for such it was—fell through the void, spinning upon itself as its moon spun around it, and both spun around the distant sun.

As all this happened in dizzying precision, the table and viewers fell ever closer. Bits of brown, green, and black started popping up amongst the grey clouds and the blue sea. Soon, the screen broke through the cloud cover. It soared over a landscape of vein-like maglev tracks, huddled vegetation fighting a doomed rear-guard battle, and a triumphant conglomeration of urban sprawl.

“Earth,” boomed a deep voice, perhaps out of charity for the slower viewers. “Our home. Since the dawn of humanity, we have lived in society, ever striving to shape our world to meet our needs. All this time, a single question has dominated human existence like no other: ‘Why am I here? Today was supposed to be my day off!’”

The view merged with a random piece of sprawl. People milled about, as hard at work as the proverbial ant. The music’s beat sped up with reckless abandon.

“We all have our load to bear, and the real question behind the human condition is this: Who has it worst? Is it you? Is it your neighbour?” Everything paused at this. Maglev trains stopped halfway around a bend. Ground vehicles paused in traffic. The rare pedestrians froze mid-stride, forever awaiting another leg to stand on. The camera swooped and soared, making a show of trying to take it all in.

“Let’s find out, shall we? New on Red this season, the realpod feed that will become a legend. Together, let’s see who has it bad, who has it worse, and find out where—” dramatic pause— “The Grass is Greener. Now taking applications.”

The AR display faded to opaque silence. Both lights and walls returned to feed upon the gory aftermath. The only sound was a gulp as one executive, somewhere in sub-Saharan Africa if her display was correct, took a tentative sip of water. Everyone sat in what they no doubt hoped to be thoughtful poses.

A seasoned veteran, the Marketing Director allowed everyone their moment of posturing before he spoke.

“As I’m certain you have already realised, the title The Grass is Greener, which we ultimately retained at the end of extensive synthetic target-response testing, allows us to clearly describe the voyeuristic nature of the feed while avoiding any of the more... unfortunate connotations. With ‘The GiG,’ as we’ve taken to calling it, we can give the main theme a positive spin, reducing guilt issues amongst feeders.”

“Would we be looking at similar scheduling to Reality Shock?” asked a balding sprig of a man. An animated “Programming” logo played across his AR display in a misguided attempt at quirkiness.

“This would need a constant, twenty-four-hour broadcast as a base, but with a couple of novelties on top. Testing has shown moving the weekly feature broadcast from Friday to Sunday would reduce feeder turnover by up to fifteen percent. Our socioanalysts think this encourages ‘religious’ feeding behaviour. Our psychologists say it appeals to feeders trying to counter the imminent Monday dread and suicide rate peak. And the computer people running the simulations say, ‘That’s what the computer says.’”

As he continued, the Programming exec’s bald pate shone like a small, hair-fringed moon. “Then there’s the bit we’re most excited about. Legal has figured out a risk-free way for us to force contestants to have our new eyeNet lenses implanted for the show. We’re looking at full, first-person perspective coverage, all day, every day.”

The matriarch butted in with one word: “Fred?” Nothing else needed saying.

Fred turned out to be a short woman sporting the kind of pink bow that’s only appropriate on the head of a bear riding a small bicycle. She righted herself to attention. The sober word “Commercial” bobbed along with the display in front of her, the only one not animated or scrolling in any fashion.

She frowned in concentration as columns of data appeared before her eyes only. “First projections show annual advertising revenue of some eight-point-three billion fids4. A net growth contribution of one percent after advertising, supplies, maintenance, and personnel losses.”

[4 Fids is the common abbreviation of Fides (pronounced “fee-dess”), which is itself a contraction of Financial Determinant of Sale, the international monetary unit born in the direct aftermath of Market War One. Nobody had ever used the thing to buy or trade anything, but it was still handy for comparing the obscenely large sums of money bandied around by the elite corporations, mostly just to show off.]

“Which brings us to the second item on the agenda,” said Ms. Preston, not only hammering the point, but nailing it. “The success of this feed will hinge on finding the right kind of person to host it. Someone under our control; someone people can relate to, and maybe even ‘like,’ while still being able to condescend to him.”

She stopped, considering what she had just said. “Yes, we need a male for this one. A woman could never fit that bill. Does anyone within your units seem suitable?”

Some young thing sitting behind Fred—half a continent behind, in fact—let out an involuntary “Umm.” It earned him the terror of Ms. Preston’s undivided attention.

“Sorry, Ma’am. I was only thinking, sorry, wouldn’t it be better to hire someone who is, you know, famous, to draw people in to watch the feed? Sorry,” he punctuated again.

No hint of a smile broke the Chair’s countenance. “Don’t be a fool. A poorly trained lemur could host this feed and become a worldwide superstar overnight. We don’t want some video-enhanced diva already loaded up with an ego the size of a planet. And even bigger pay expectations, no doubt. This isn’t a celebrity gossip feed; this is about the nitty-gritty of life.”

A sharp young lady halfway down the table let out a tactical cough. Her display read, “Ms. Alyson Heath, News and Weather,” in prominent but sober font. “Stream 2 currently has in its employ a young man who seems suited. Liam Argyle, our evening news weatherman.”

“Him?” scoffed the Marketing Director through the folds of his chin. “The tall guy with the stubble and the jug ears, to host our flagship primetime feed?”

The Human Resources manager drew up Argyle’s psych profile and let out a loud “Hmm.”

“His profile also says he is educated—in philosophy, of all things. Clearly, this was some time ago. Yet is he not a bit... mismatched for a host position such as this?”

“He does have a nice smile, though. Sort of authentic, you know?” This thought came from a Human Resources middle manager who might not be a resource himself much longer unless he guarded himself better.

“Yes,” cut in the matriarch, addressing all comments at the same time. “And it is precisely because he gets such reactions that our Mister Argyle will be the perfect host for The Grass is Greener.”

She turned to the burly man with a red tie sitting on her right. “Les, get the full personality and background assessments started on him straight away. Make sure any of that high-horsed nonsense has been squashed out of him over the years. If he checks out, I want him on the job starting next week. Can you take care of the details, Alyson?”

“You can count on me, Ms. Preston,” replied the younger woman, her face stonier than the cliffs of Moher.

“Well done. On to more pressing matters,” said the Chair. As she scanned the faces around her, a scrolling list of items and prices appeared behind her head. “What are we having for lunch?”
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Sunk deep within the embrace of the automated vehicle taking him home, Liam couldn’t believe his luck.

The whole experience seemed alien. As removed from reality as letters to the North Pole, news of floods in eastern Kazakhstan, or the eternal feasts in the Halls of Valhalla.

The sheer impossibility of it all had been gnawing at him since the call on Thursday. Liam had braced himself for disappointment, fully expecting the ground car to fail to show up to take him to the Heath estate. Things like this didn’t happen. Not in reality.

And yet, there the car had been—five minutes early, of all things. And off he had gone, stepping into the world of his betters. Hearing the offer again straight from the mouth of Ms. Heath, the goddess of his own personal pantheon.

His own show! And not just any show, the network’s flagship feed! He hadn’t dared to ask the question that seemed to loom over the whole affair like an elephant behind the settee. Why him? Liam didn’t think of himself as ugly. Not in so many words. But the face in his mirror didn’t belong to a Sanchez-Oda, or whoever the latest androgynous flavour-of-the-season was. Neither did the belly, added the deriding voice of integrity.

Liam almost slid into the abyss that was his despair over a four-year absence from the female front1, but caught himself. He was fine as he was, he convinced himself once again, before wrangling his thoughts back to the day’s events.

[1 Among other fascinating sides of the female anatomy.]

Why him? He wouldn’t risk breaking the charm cast upon an otherwise sane and uncaring world by uttering the words out loud. And in any case, what was he supposed to do about it?

He’d tried to remain as composed as possible during the brief meeting. But it was clear he was no longer in control of anything. Refusing the offer was not only unthinkable. It was on par with one of those primordial Words of Power. The true name of some Great Old One, which if uttered would sunder the very fabric of reality beyond the skills of any passing cosmic Penelope to repair.

What’s more, it was a silly notion. How could he refuse? It wasn’t a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. It was, from his experience of the universe, a never-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Or at the very least, never-in-Liam-Argyle’s-lifetime. It was an astounding chance to finally take his rightful place with the movers and shakers of the world. To help the company make the world a better, richer place.

That was the problem with the covering the weather, of course. Weather affected everyone—it was far and away humankind’s single greatest topic of conversation. But a weatherman didn’t, contrary to popular belief, affect it. You put words to data other people, using expensive chunks of metal zipping through space, had worked out about what it might do next. You gestured at the maps and diagrams some other people displayed on AR lenses around the world. And yet, people reacted as if he were the weather’s trainer in some great elemental circus. They blamed him when it broke loose, escaped, and took a member or two of the audience along with it. It must be true, after all—it was on TV.2

[2 An archaic expression that had somehow lasted long after the last “telly-vision” had been stripped for its rare earths. In terms of anachronism, it ranked right up there with “it’s written in black and white.”]

This show would be a chance to have an impact. To make a difference in the lives of so many people. His own, first and foremost. What did he have to show for his life up until now? A Philosophy diploma still stuffed down the side of one of the boxes from his last move. A second-rate job, a beer paunch, and a liver the size of a small bowling ball. They’d taken pleasure in showing him the MRI after the stomach pumping, on the night he’d decided to recognise his drinking problem.

And imagine everything he could do to help the poor slobs he’d be interviewing. To bring their problems out of the shadows and into hi-res nanoparticle light across the two hundred seven states covered by the Red. He could give them legitimacy. And along with RedCorp, he could bring them hope, he could help them better their conditions, while making a tidy profit for the company to boot.

Ms. Heath had been adamant about these possibilities, somewhere around the third glass of heady port. As a result, it all seemed a little hazy, but the heart of the matter was clear. Could he let nagging doubts about losing control over his own life get in the way of this sanity-rending opportunity?

A firm cough came from the front of the vehicle, where the human driver would have been, were such things not laughably obsolete.

“‘Ere we are, mate,” came the disembodied voice, oozing synthetic “personality.”

There’s nothing else for it, Liam realised with dread, marshalling3 his thoughts.

[3 Or, more accurately, mare-shalling — yes, as in a female horse. Etymology is both weird and revealing.]

He’d have to give her a ring.

––––––––
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“William,” mothered his mother in her motherliest of tones, “you know you’ve always had issues with commitment. DPD isn’t a personality flaw, you know. It’s an illness, something you can cure.”

Her picture, floating in the air before his eyes, was slightly distended. Liam’s cheap AR lenses couldn’t quite compensate for the alcohol messing up his iris reactions. But her frown of maternal concern came through loud and clear, nonetheless.

“Yes, Mother.” She was the only one who ever called him William, now that his dad was gone. By the gods, he loathed that name with every quirk and quark of his being. And Willy, Billy, or anything of the sort.

“You’ve only just come to terms with that drinking problem of yours—”

“The rehab finished over a year ago, Mother. That’s all over with.”

“—and I know you think you’re living comfortably now,” resumed the monologue, thoroughly devoid of heed. “But you’ve always had so much potential, and we could use the extra income. My pension doesn’t go far these days, and your father’s benefits are running out in another year.”

“I know, Mother,” he said, surrendering to the inevitable, but doing his best to tune her out nonetheless.

“And you know I’ve never liked that hovel you’re living in, William. You’ll need a proper home soon if you ever plan on building a family of your own. Oh, speaking of which, I’m organising a get-together this Sunday with a friend from the horror movie club. Her lovely daughter is coming along too. About your age and with a promising career in interior design. She happens to be single and I’m sure would be most charmed to—”

“No, Mother, we’ve been through this before.”

“I’m not getting any younger,” she carried on, regardless. “And you do know how I’d love to see my grandchildren before I follow your poor father.”

“Yes.” Ye gods, how he hated being an only child. “Listen, Mother, what I called you to talk about was what you thought of this job,” he finally managed to get in edgewise.

“Oh...” She paused, rallying with the ease of an accomplished nag4 as he derailed the freight train of her rant. “Well, it sounds like the opportunity of a lifetime to me, and you’d be a fool to turn it down. But you know I’ll be here to support you, whatever you decide is best.”

[4 Nothing to do with female horses this time. Through Scandinavian etymology, “to nag” originally meant “to gnaw.” Food for thought.]

“Yes, Mother. Love you, Mother.”

This is the way the world ends. Not with a bang but a simper.
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Liam peered at the card, turning it over between his fingers. He stared, mesmerised1 by the gleam of sunlight on the plastic edges. He just wanted to avoid facing the full reality of what he now held in his hand. For another few seconds yet, at least.

[1 The term is the linguistic legacy of Franz Mesmer, 1734-1815, who conned the Paris elite into believing in an “animal magnetism fluid” that could be used to impose one’s will an another. In hindsight, that’s basically shooting fish in a barrel.]

He wasn’t certain whether Corporate had sent the short, suited man next to him to give him a tour of his new workplace at the unfashionable end of the Thames or to act as his boss. But the man carried on with his speech, either unaware of, or uninterested in, Liam’s fugue state.

“Now that we’ve got the card template on file, you can order them by the box from Corporate. Ask me for the form anytime you like. The tag inside is set to load the contact info into any local AR networks. Right then, let me get this open.”

The bright AR-enhanced green of the show’s “outstretched hand” logo shone brighter than anything else on the card. He stood staring at the words printed in bold and inescapable clarity underneath:

The Grass is Greener

The AR copy of the card in his hand popped up at the corner of his eye like an unwanted proposition, broadcasting his new lot in life to the whole world.

A good name for a show, all in all.

“Ah, here we are,” said the little man, as if the matter were up for grabs and reality needed convincing on the subject. With a flick of a hand, he triggered some element in his AR overlay. The imposing warehouse doors clattered and raised at a nonchalant pace, bordering on spite. In a professional building like this, a lens somewhere would be capturing every detail of his face and anatomy, cross-checking them against his Corporate file. He’d stopped worrying about one of the machines getting it wrong and causing trouble for him ages ago. It never happened, despite what you heard sometimes.

That typical bizarre warehouse non-light bathed the space inside. The sort of light designed to make things harder to discern than actual honest darkness. In contrast, the address on his new card leapt out from his AR display. Was it some sort of typo? Surely nobody in their right mind would name a place...

“Mr. Argyle,” boomed the man with the AR display identifying him only as ‘The Editor,’ “welcome to Tantamount Mews2.”

[2 Common throughout the UK, the term “Mews” designates a row of buildings converted from stables, named after cages designed to hold hawks while molting, and ultimately after the Latin mutare, “to change.” Also, cat sounds and a bunch of legendary Pokémon.]

Liam looked up. Doors loomed out of the non-light at him like suspects in the mythical police line-up. Embedded AR tags flashed their names, somehow resentfully: ‘Networking,’ ‘Studio 1,’ ‘Studio 2,’ ‘Field team,’ the improbable ‘Lounge,’ ‘Agency Storage,’ ‘Editor/Producer,’ and, last and most probably least, ‘Host.’

Well, that’s it then. Attributing emotions to doors. I’ve finally lost it.

Best to follow Emperor’s-New-Clothes wisdom and avoid pointing out how ridiculous calling this place ‘Tantamount Mews’ was. The little boy at the end of that story can’t have made many friends by laughing at the powers that be. Or by dispelling the collective illusion. The story doesn’t say he lived happily ever after. Or lived at all for that matter.

“It’s a bit rough still, I’ll be the first to admit,” said his new Editor. “We’ve had to get this old archive warehouse emptied out and geared up in a matter of weeks. But here we are, two weeks before filming starts and ready to go. I think the name also gives it a bit of a homey touch, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes. A homey touch. Quite so.”

On that note, the Editor ushered him over to ‘Networking.’

The door opened, and the non-glare went from sickly yellow to actinic blue. A large man swivelled around inside, hauled himself to his feet, and lumbered over. He extended one greasy hand in greeting, the other nervously adjusting the professional-grade computer interface wrapped around the palm.

“These are the backbone of the whole operation,” began the Editor, before pausing. He turned from the miscellaneous machinery banks lining the cramped room and stared at the room’s occupant for a moment. He treated him to an expression both as fogged and as empty as a city sky by night. As Liam took the man’s proffered paw, the Editor apparently succeeded in remembering what the man was doing in his studio.

“Ah, yes, Liam Argyle,” he resumed, with a cough. “I’d like you to meet our, um, Infrastructure Technician, Mr...”

“Barry Fletcher, sir. You can call me Barry,” said the man, going so far beyond beaming he must be forming his own closed rictus circuit. “Watch your feed every night, I do, and you’ve never led me wrong once. Well, except for that one time, what was it, three years ago now? But who could have seen that heat wave coming anyway? Pleasure to work with you, sir, a real honour.”

“Likewise,” replied Liam, acting out of get-rid-of-the-weird-weatherman-fan instinct. “So, err,” he fumbled, sensing the uncomfortable silence stalking the conversation amongst the eaves. “What is it you do here exactly, Barry?” He didn’t rank high enough in the corporate food chain to have any organigram info in his AR display yet.

The man couldn’t have smiled further if he had been the victim of a particularly sadistic medieval torture involving cheeks, cables, and easily excitable horses.

“Well,” he began, hooking his thumbs into the belt loops of his insulated overalls. “I take care of these here beauties.” He followed this with the inevitable wink, jerking his head over toward the back of the room. Banks of eye-watering lights, humming metal, and jumbled cables sprawled along the walls like so many walruses enjoying a mid-afternoon bask upon the floe. “They’re what makes all this possible now, aren’t they?”

“Yes,” added the Editor. Liam made a mental note. His new chaperone was the sort of man who couldn’t stay quiet while people gave out information he wasn’t controlling. Or at least taking credit for. “As I was about to say, these devices are the backbone of everything we do here. They’re linked up to the Red central broadcast pod downtown, of course. They’ll broadcast everything we produce here, after proper Editing3, of course. They’ll also let us receive instructions from headquarters and keep contact with the field teams.”

[3 Audible capitalisation, naturally.]

Barry grinned. “Yep, they may look old, but through these beauts, we’ll be feeding onto every AR lens in the civilised world.”

“Well, not quite directly,” corrected the Editor, with a little sneer. “But the principle is there. In any case, Liam,” he added, taking him by the arm and steering him toward the door. “You won’t have much to do with this part of our set-up. It’s important to know it’s there. Comforting and so on, I’d imagine. But you needn’t concern yourself with it outre mesure.”

He opened the door and then turned to give a curt nod to Barry. The man nodded back, sliding back into his chair the way an avalanche might settle within a valley.

“We’ll leave you to your own devices, then...” The Editor trailed off, realising his unintentional pun with an expression of horror.

Barry let out a deep belly laugh as the Editor retreated into the non-gloomy entrance hall/warehouse, pulling Liam along with him. Liam thought it was a good laugh though. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

His treacherous optimism was proven wrong the instant they breached the ‘Field team’ door, next along the line. A small metallic-sounding blur ricocheted off the doorframe and buzzed toward them before they had the chance to enter. Or even, as the case were, duck.

The blur and Liam’s left ear entered one of those struggles typical of two objects convinced of their right to occupy the same space at the same time. Pain blurred his vision, and a fleeting smile of relief crossed his features.

There was the universe he was used to. He’d been starting to get worried.
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“Zing!” came the complaint from his ear nerves. But his brain soon hushed it to a low grunt of discontent. It didn’t have time to deal with such nonsense from mere extremities. Particularly such unbecoming ones as Liam Argyle’s earlobes.

Inside the room, a clutter of faces not so much swam as bobbed before his charcoal grey eyes. He had either stumbled into a support group meeting for very flat acrobats or else someone had loaded AR mugshots into every open spot of air. The same someone had vandalised most of them with bright red virtual markers.1

[1 Though one would be hard pressed to earn any serious historic accreditation for the idea that Vandals may have acquired, and furthermore employed, such instruments as marker pens during the Sack of Rome.]

There was a gasp, and two of the more substantial faces pierced through the AR curtains.

“You idiot!” snarled a plump-faced Asian woman in her early thirties. She stared at him for a moment, during which the only sound was the wet flap of something broken in the overhead air-conditioning. Then she jerked into motion and rushed toward him, her extended hand rending the air and clutter like the prow of an icebreaker vessel. But a tall, shaggy-looking apparition barged in from the far right to cut her off.

“Very sorry!” gushed the hairy, hulking form of the newcomer. “Didn’t see you coming, there. Lucky that didn’t do too much damage, eh?” he added, pointing at the metal cup rolling across the floor.

Given the man’s size and pilosity, Liam was surprised he was hearing words and not a sort of bear-walrus grunt. If movies were any guide, he should be making nonsense noises everyone else would respond to as if it made perfect sense, making Liam feel like a pillock.

Liam also reflected that people often had a different definition of ‘lucky’ than he did. Even a nice plain not-having-things-thrown-at-him would have been luckier than “only” getting his ear nicked.

Wait a second, was that an ‘Eh?’

“Ah, let me guess. You’re Canadian, yes?”

“Yup,” said the shaggy man, for lack of a name. “Well, to be fair, I’m mostly Italian, what with my name being Carpentiere and all. But it’s also true my gran, his wife, you see, was from a second-generation Iranian family, so that must count for something. And I’m also one eighth Algonquin, on my mother’s side, so...” He paused. Everyone around him was mouthing the words out, trying to catch up. Or, in the case of the Editor, staring into the distance, probably waiting for the moment to insert the conversation back into his reality.

“Err, so yeah, Canadian. You betcha. It’s all explained in my profile anyway,” he added in a mumble Liam was sure was for his ears only. As if he could read anything in anyone’s display through this augmented mess.

“Ah,” said the Editor at long last. “Mr. Argyle, I see you’ve met our field team. Field team, this is Mr. Argyle. Our ‘host2,’” he added, chuckling to himself. “Feel free to mingle and so on, as you’ll be spending a fair amount of time working together. Just remember that we want diversity and candidates within easy travel distance of the studio. You lot can sort that out together. I’ll be back in a bit.”

[2 Amazing etymology there. Look it up, but consider this your spoiler warning!]

He seemed positively mirthful as he left and closed the door with an excited, “Hoho, oh yes, that’s rich.” His voice trailed away down the hall.

Action overcame the dam of awkwardness and seeped back into the room, roughly as fast as defrosting molasses and twice as stickily. “Coffee?” suggested the massive Carpentiere, by way of a peace offering. Liam took the proffered foam cup with a sigh of gratitude and relief. As the distinctive pitter-patter of caffeine crept down his spine, he was finally able to focus on the room, its contents, and its occupants.

“There’s rather quite a lot of stuff in here, isn’t there?” Liam said, with the mental equivalent of a wince, when he could no longer bear the silence.

“Yes,” replied the short woman in an over-firm tone, having succeeded in negotiating her way around her massive co-worker. “We’ve received thousands of applications since we put the adverts out last week. We were just, err, discussing which tags to remove from the wall, to make way for some promising new ones that came in today.”

“Discussing, were you?”

“Energetically,” added Carpentiere.

“So,” Liam said, bending down to scoop up the offending cup, “this was part of said discussion?”

“A mere contundant argument addressed to my esteemed colleague here,” said the scruffy giant.

“One still awaiting a fair rebuttal, if I’m not mistaken,” replied said colleague. Her tones were as calm and collected as the growing shadow of a freefalling anvil.

“Now then, Norma, there’s no need to—”

“I told you not to call me that!” shrieked she-who-was-apparently-not-to-be-referred-to-as-Norma, her hand darting to grasp a handy silver letter opener. “That’s Ms. Lee to you, buttmunch!”

“Ms. Lee, Ms. Lee, alright!” stuttered (Buttmunch?) Carpentiere.

“Yes, and I’m Liam Argyle, pleased to make your acquaintance, alrighty then. Well, that’s done, and well done might I add.”

He desperately tried to conclude the topic at that, fighting, in vain, against the question on his lips.

“So, if I followed that tantalising exchange correctly,” he couldn’t help but continue, turning to stare into the scythe-sharp eyes of the letter opener-clenching woman, “your full name would be—”

“Norma Andrea Lee, most pleased to meet you,” she replied through gritted teeth.

The knuckles grasping the metal implement had already crested egg and were making their stolid way toward the purest angelic white. Where his personal resolve had failed, his sense of self-preservation kicked in. Liam somehow found the strength to cut back any attempts at a pun, at the last second.

A sudden wave of misplaced compassion seized him at that moment. So this is what life as an editor is like.

In any case, his new co-worker seemed satisfied for the time being.

“Maybe you can be the arbiter of our little dispute about these applications.” Her tone didn’t seem open to discussion, and Carpentiere nodded in agreement.

“Err, alright then,” Liam said, in an utter failure of both prudence and eloquence.

In a bustle of activity as violent as it was sudden, the two set upon the room. They reached out to manipulate bits of the AR clutter here and there, gathering bits together. Then they stood facing Liam with the lot.

“What about this one?” asked Ms. Lee, thrusting forth an RFID displaying what looked like a CV to Liam. It even had a little picture of a droopy-looking middle-aged man in the upper right-hand corner. But it had the strangest entries:

––––––––
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Full Name: Richard Blaine Fields

Age: 42 (my God, already?)

Place/Area of Birth: Tool shed, Nr. Quarry Road, Cradwell (mother in transit to nearest hospital, after borrowing neighbour’s car)

Work Experience (Previous): Plant Worker, Unemployed, Textile Worker, Unemployed, Telemarketer

Work Experience (Current): Senior Surface Technician (H-mart all-purpose Janitor)

Overall Work Experience: Dreadful - Duration: 12 years, 7 months, 16 days

Hours: potentially 24/7, never the same hours two weeks in a row

Conditions: Aggravated and dangerously rushed customers (on the store floor as well as in their vehicles in and around the building), draining and polluted setting, chronic depression and suicides among co-workers, falling items and appalling sanitary conditions in food storage and packing (part of duty being minimizing contagious disease risk from vermin and human wastes), harassment by robotic delivery drones

Health and Safety Issues: see above

Failed Ambitions: Ecologist, Veterinarian

Habits / Medical Conditions: Social drinking, Medium strength Valnex (psychiatrist prescription, no longer under therapy), regular use of painkillers at night for back troubles

Extraprofessional Activities: Had to give up bowling and then gardening because of back pains. Feed watching in chiropractic chair (game shows, Realpod, nature shows).

Last Meal: Fried Chicken

––––––––
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What insanity was this?

“Yeah, some of them had a bit too much fun with their applications,” said Carpentiere, misreading Liam’s reaction for amusement. “That’s what we get for asking people to submit ‘anti-CVs.’ Still, as a marketing gimmick, it worked rather well, I suppose. They’re good at that at Corporate.”

“Too good, if you ask me,” said Ms. Lee. “We need to trim this lot down to twenty-or-so applications by next week. And we already got rid of over half of them. We’ve got the rejection letters ready. We just need some help setting some guidelines for what needs chucking out.”

She turned on Liam with enough force to make a sledgehammer rust with envy. “So, what did you think of that one?”

“It’s, err, that is to say, I thought it was, umm, a bit... plain?” Liam finally replied. He watched their faces with all the painstaking attention of an obsessive-compulsive portrait artist at a discotheque.

“Plain.” The giant swayed a little in the predominant breeze of uncertainty.

“Plain...” A frown crept up Ms. Lee’s petite features like Saturn’s ring rising over Titan. Something small yet fundamental deep within Liam quivered in abject terror.

“Sounds right to me,” said Carpentiere, against all expectations.

There is much to be said for that overwhelming force behind human actions that is laziness. Humans need a damn good reason to do something. Especially when someone else has removed the need to do anything other than agree.

Passivity is the cement making society possible. Liam felt a sudden surge of gratitude and love for his fellow Man, so encompassing that he had to privately blame the air conditioning for making his grey eyes water.

But it is at one’s own peril that one underestimates the drive to compete, even in matters of laziness.

“Right, too plain,” added Ms. Lee. “Or not enough. Whatever. We need people so plain their platitude will make the commonplace seem extraordinary.” She sent the application to the virtual bin. By this time, her colleague had already forced two more disembodied sheets full of intimate facts to the forefront. They danced before Liam’s eyes like indiscreet ballerinas.

“Which of these two do you like?” he asked in a voice like a foghorn. “The dog stool texture and odour analyst for KibbleCo or the suicide hotline night shift lady?”

“Umm, I’d have to go with the dog poo guy...” said the erstwhile weatherman. “But they both have real pathetic potential,” he added, eager to be helpful.

“Right, we’ll keep her as backup then.” Carpentiere added another layer to the vertical filer.

“What about these?” said Lee, pouncing into the opening. “I’ve got a disabled 50-year-old fast food branch assistant manager.” She waved a poorly presented AR form in her right hand. “There’s also this live support technician at SelectSat, who has a lisp.” This, presumably, was the sad AR face she was waggling in her left.

“I’ll take the support technician, any day,” Liam was quick to say. Surprised to find himself enjoying the exercise, he sipped his coffee as he examined at the next pair proffered by the candid Canadian.

“The career shoe salesman, I should think.” He took another sip.

“What? A desperately single monkey mating expert? Please, let’s not turn this show into a farce. We’ll go with the amusement park ride tester.” He gesticulated in an excess of emphasis, pushing the coffee beyond the limits of the cup’s tolerance and scalding his hand.

“Let me mop this up first,” he grunted through gritted teeth, reaching for a few sheets of used stationary. He dabbed, then resumed. “Right then, let me have a look.” And so he did, looking, then closing his eyes and looking again.

A pained look, not to be mistaken with a sudden attack of internal plumbing issues, squeezed his face. Suppressed memories pushed their way through the crowd to sock his consciousness a good one. And a well deserved one too, for that matter.

I’ve seen people like this before. Those guys in the construction jackets who ram people into commuter trains at peak hour. I’ve always wondered if they were actually paid to do that or whether foul people stepped up to do the work pro bono. Context sprang back to meet his conscience like a bungee jumper.

“Yes, he’s a good candidate for the show. Who else do you have?”

Liam smiled to himself, thinking he could get used to this.

Then a muffled clamour started up at the other side of the cheap plaster walls. There were shouts there, growing more and more insistent.

Curiosity may be a known felicide, but its many other crimes are wholly unaccounted for. Liam decided to take his leave and put it to immediate investigatory use.

“Belay that, I need to get going,” he said, making for the door.

“No problem, we have a good feel for the type of application we’re looking for now,” said Carpentiere. “Thank you for your time.”

“And for taking an interest!” added Ms. Lee, not to be surpassed. “Looking forward to working with you!” With that, she shut the door behind him.
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Outside, the voices reaching him from the next room, along with its dubitable “Lounge” name tag, couldn’t have been louder if their owners had been holding a firearm to Liam’s head.

“I’m sorry, sir,” said a defeated feminine voice.

“Sorry isn’t good enough! We don’t pay you to be ‘sorry,’ do we? We pay you to do your job!” shouted a voice Liam recognized as the Editor’s.

“Sorry, sir!” the first voice replied, tears audible, if perhaps not yet visible. “It’s just that—”

“Just that what?” The Editor’s voice wore an audible sneer.

“It’s just,” the female voice paused, swallowing, “just that in the outsourcing contract it says that we’re entitled to—”

“Entitled to loaf about in the staff lounge on work hours, hmm? Is that what you’re entitled to?”

“It says we’re entitled to ten minutes break per day, sir!”

What am I doing? Liam asked himself, somewhat hypocritically, yet without making the slightest attempt to move on or stop listening.

“Yes, ten minutes a day, to go to the bathroom or something, or to have a cup of coffee to keep you going, not to sprawl on Red property1, having a bit of a ten o’clock snooze!”

[1 Rousseau says civilisation, and with it, differences between Men, was born with the first delimitation of private property, the Latin “proprietas,” which overlaps with the moral judgment of propriety.]

“I’m sorry, sir—”

“And fancy2 that, what a coincidence, me strolling in for a bun just as you were sitting down to ‘rest your eyes’... Do you think I’m a fool? Do I look like a fool to you? Answer me!”

[2 Fancy is a contraction of Fantasy, and most often used sarcastically, when there isn’t the least bit of fantasy involved.]

Liam pictured the Editor’s brown-specked bug-eyes popping out of their sockets as if they were mounted on strings, and had to fight to suppress a guffaw.

“No, sir!”

“You’ve probably been asleep here for the past hour already, haven’t you?”

“No, sir! I swear!”

“Oh, you swear, do you? Guide’s honour? By the Gods, woman, what is this, preschool? I’ve a mind to cancel our contract with Mobile right now and let some other agency do our outsourcing from now on!”

“Please sir, no. I’ll make sure it never happens again, sir.”

The fear in her voice was, as they say, palpable.

“You can be certain of that.” Liam could hear him gathering his smugness before delivering a dismissal all the more devastating since it had been introduced by that most desolate of clichés.

He couldn’t let this happen. He barely had the time to register that the hand opening the Lounge door was his own before he found himself being stared down by the combined glares of a wiry-looking woman of some forty years of age, her eyes puffed slightly red within their sunken sockets, and
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